The twentieth century had been the theatre of large-scale catastrophes, most notably during World Wars I and II. When disaster comes out of the realm of fantasy and becomes the stock of history, the implications for a collective consciousness are many and far-reaching. First, for those who have first-hand experience of the event the issue is how to bear witness -how could words adequately describe something that reaches so far out and against common experience? Second, those who did not experience the events, but who are witness to their catastrophic impacts on others, remain with a feeling of threat from unknown terrors that could at any point reach their doorstep. The effort of trying to understand the nature and cause of the events collides in a web of narratives, counter-narratives, myths, scientific and pseudo-scientific explanations, and contradictory political analyses. At the centre of everything is the reality of those who suffered, and whose version of events has particular weight within the cloud of competing discourses. Hence, the narration of the experienced acquires major significance; it is the only one that really counts.
that could be studied. For others, it testifies to the strains upon the war veterans. George Parfitt notes that: 'the major fiction of the Great War does not begin to emerge until some years after its end . . . This lapse of time is of interest here as a symbol of the pressures of form and style: how do I write adequately of such an enormity? What lessons of the literary past can apply to that experience?' (Parfitt, 1988, p. 46) . The author-soldiers needed to fictionalise their experience and at the same time venture to endow it with meaning. They needed to create an account that was faithful to their perception of the event, and in a way that could be understood by a large number of civilians.
Others critics have traced the delay in engaging with the events of 1914-18 to deeper psychological factors. Freud (1991) in Beyond the Pleasure Principle refers to the nightmares of World War I survivors and the recurrent nature of traumatic sensations. Cathy Caruth describes this as a 'voice through the wound'. She refers to the inability of the conscious self to understand the breach of familiarity that happens through traumatic experience, and the consequent haunting of the personality: 'trauma seems to be more than a pathology, or the simple illness of a wounded psyche: it is always the story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in the attempt to tell us of a reality or truth that is not otherwise available' (Caruth, 1996, p. 4) . Caruth speaks of the 'story of a wound', so connecting trauma with speech. The wound that cries out seeks to enter conscious life through narration. In the case of historical trauma, the inability to name an experience can become a collective occurrence. The fictional narratives of World War I veterans can be read as an effort to overcome the silencing of the event. Margaret R. Higonnet (2002) has emphasised the importance placed by physicians on the role that trauma narratives can play in understanding psychological breakdown. As far as World War I narrations are concerned, the persistence of memory, the need to return to the front experience almost ten years after it ended, testifies to a psychological need that is deeper than simply registering plain facts. La Capra has argued that readdressing and articulating traumatic memory is 'vitally bound up with social and political action in the present' (LaCapra, 2004, p. 15) .
The motives for writing cannot therefore be confined entirely to the realm of psychological self-healing as that would mean overlooking the veterans' clear wish to influence public ideas about the war. In introducing the soldier's direct voice into public discourse the
